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INK JET RECORDING APPARATUS AND
INK JET RECORDING SYSTEM USING
PIXEL DIVISION PATTERNS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to an inkjet recording appa-
ratus and an ink jet recording system that can carry out
multi-pass recording, in which an image is recorded on a
unit area of a recording medium during a plurality of
operations of a recording head.

2. Description of the Related Art

Conventionally, multi-pass recording is widely known as
a technique for recording an image on a single recording
area of a recording medium during a plurality of operations
of'a recording head. Conventionally, such multi-pass record-
ing reduces deterioration in image quality caused by varia-
tion in the amount of ink discharged by each recording
nozzle of the recording head. The multi-pass recording
utilizes a mask pattern as a division pattern for dividing
image data corresponding to a single recording area into
image data corresponding to a plurality of operations of the
recording head. As examples of such mask pattern, the
following mask patterns are known.

For example, FIGS. 6B and 6C of Japanese Patent Appli-
cation Laid-Open No. 2005-297212 illustrate mask patterns
in which recordable pixels are narrowly and widely distrib-
uted, respectively. Hereinafter, a mask pattern in which
recordable pixels are widely distributed is referred to as a
distribution mask, and a mask pattern in which recordable
pixels are narrowly distributed is referred to as a concen-
tration mask.

Meanwhile, the granularity of ink dots is a factor that
determines the quality of an image recorded by the ink jet
recording. Since the surface of a recording medium is
covered with dots in high duty areas of an image, the
granularity of dots is rarely problematic. However, since
dots are easily noticeable on the surface of a recording
medium in low duty areas of an image, the granularity is
easily increased. Thus, conventionally, the multi-pass
recording utilizes a distribution mask to reduce the granu-
larity.

In recent years, with increased demand for further
improvement in light or water resistance of a recording
medium, ink using pigment as a color material has been
developed. However, regarding such pigment ink, since
color material does not easily penetrate into the inner part of
a recording medium, the evenness of the surface is
decreased, and the glossiness of the image is thus decreased.
Particularly, this decrease in the glossiness can be significant
in the multi-pass recording, and the reasons will be
described below with reference to FIGS. 7A to 7F.

FIGS. 7E to 7F illustrate adjacent ink dots recorded by a
single scanning and recording operation (also referred to as
a recording pass). An ink dot discharged from a recording
head is composed of pigment, solvent, and moisture. After
applied to the surface of a recording medium, while the
moisture and the solvent are absorbed by the recording
medium, the pigment remains on the surface of the recording
medium, as illustrated in FIG. 7F. When adjacent ink dots
are recorded at the same recording pass, the ink dots are
applied with almost no time lag. Thus, the dots come into
contact with each other on the recording medium, and the
pigment remains on the surface of the recording medium.
Since the unevenness of the surface is small in this case, a
decrease in the glossiness of the image is small.
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In contrast, FIGS. 7A to 7D illustrate adjacent ink dots
each recorded at a different recording pass. When adjacent
ink dots are recorded at different recording passes, since the
ink dots are applied with a time lag, the dots applied first and
next overlap each other.

In this case, as illustrated in FIG. 7D, the pigment remains
on the surface unevenly, and the glossiness of the image is
decreased. Particularly, when a larger amount of ink is used,
more dots overlap one another. Thus, the evenness of the
surface is further decreased, and the glossiness is accord-
ingly decreased further. Namely, the glossiness is more
likely to be decreased in high duty areas than in low duty
areas.

To solve the problem of a decrease in the glossiness in the
multi-pass recording, a method using a concentration mask
has been known (Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open
No. 2005-297212). The method will be described with
reference to FIGS. 8A to 8D and FIGS. 9A and 9B.

FIGS. 8A to 8D schematically illustrate surfaces of a high
duty area of a recording medium on which an image is
recorded by four recording passes. FIGS. 8A to 8C sche-
matically illustrate dots discharged by using a distribution
mask of FIG. 9A, and FIG. 8D schematically illustrates dots
discharged by using a concentration mask of FIG. 9B. When
the distribution mask of FIG. 9A is used, as illustrated in
FIG. 8C, ink dots discharged at different passes and are then
overlapped with each other, exhibiting a large unevenness.
In contrast, when the concentration mask of FIG. 9B is used,
as illustrated in FIG. 8D, since dots are discharged at a single
pass and are then located adjacent to one another, the
unevenness of the surface is small.

As described with reference to FIGS. 7A to 7F, if the
surface evenness is higher, the recording medium maintains
a higher glossiness. Thus, while use of a distribution mask
decreases the glossiness, use of a concentration mask allows
the recording medium to maintain a high glossiness.

Based on this knowledge, the method discussed in Japa-
nese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2005-297212 uti-
lizes the concentration mask when recording an image on a
recording medium with a high glossiness and utilizes the
distribution mask when recording an image on a recording
medium with a low glossiness. However, in the case of a
recording medium having glossiness such as glossy paper,
the method discussed in Japanese Patent Application Laid-
Open No. 2005-297212 cannot solve both of the problems
relating to the glossiness and the granularity together.

As described above, a different duty poses a different
problem in the ink jet recording. Namely, since both low
duty areas and high duty areas are processed with an
identical mask according to the above method, the glossi-
ness cannot be improved while maintaining the granularity
of an image at a low level.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is directed to an ink jet recording
apparatus and an ink jet recording system that can achieve
both a low granularity in low duty areas of an image and a
high glossiness in high duty areas of the image.

According to an aspect of the present invention, an ink jet
recording apparatus including a recording head configured
to move a plurality of times over a unit area of a recording
medium and discharge ink to record an image on the unit
area includes a selection unit configured to select a division
pattern for dividing image data to be recorded on the unit
area into image data to be recorded by each of the plurality
of movements of the recording head, based on information
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corresponding to an amount of ink to be discharged to the
unit area, wherein when the amount of ink to be discharged
to the unit area is equal to or greater than a first ink discharge
amount, the selection unit selects a first division pattern, and
when the ink discharge amount corresponding to the infor-
mation is less than a second ink discharge amount, which is
less than the first ink discharge amount, the selection unit
selects a second division pattern, which has a smaller
number of recordable pixels adjacent to each other, com-
pared with the first division pattern.

Further features and aspects of the present invention will
become apparent from the following detailed description of
exemplary embodiments with reference to the attached
drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in
and constitute a part of the specification, illustrate exem-
plary embodiments, features, and aspects of the invention
and, together with the description, serve to explain the
principles of the invention.

FIG. 1 is a perspective view illustrating an appearance of
an ink jet recording apparatus.

FIG. 2 is a perspective view illustrating an internal
structure of the ink jet recording apparatus.

FIG. 3 is an electrical block diagram illustrating a control
system in the ink jet recording apparatus according to a first
exemplary embodiment

FIG. 4 is a flow chart illustrating an operation of the ink
jet recording apparatus according to the first exemplary
embodiment.

FIG. 5 illustrates dot arrangement patterning processing
according to the first exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 6 illustrates multi-pass recording and mask patterns.

FIGS. 7A to 7F schematically illustrate pigment ink
discharged on the surface of a recording medium according
to the first exemplary embodiment.

FIGS. 8A to 8D schematically illustrate the pigment ink
discharged on the surface of a recording medium according
to the first exemplary embodiment.

FIGS. 9A and 9B illustrate a plurality of mask patterns
according to the first exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 10 is a flow chart illustrating an operation of a
characteristic feature of the first exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 11 illustrates a relationship between image data and
mask patterns according to the first exemplary embodiment.

FIGS. 12A and 12B illustrate a second exemplary
embodiment.

FIGS. 13A and 13B illustrate a third exemplary embodi-
ment.

FIGS. 14A to 14C illustrate a fourth exemplary embodi-
ment.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

Various exemplary embodiments, features, and aspects of
the invention will be described in detail below with refer-
ence to the drawings.

FIG. 1 is a perspective view illustrating the appearance of
an ink jet recording apparatus according to the present
exemplary embodiment, and FIG. 2 is a perspective view
illustrating an internal structure of the ink jet recording
apparatus.

In the present exemplary embodiment, a recording
medium fed from a paper feed tray 12 in a direction
indicated by an arrow is conveyed intermittently, an image
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4

is formed on the intermittently conveyed recording medium,
and the recording medium on which the image has been
formed is discharged from a discharge tray M3160.

A recording head 1 mounted on a carriage 5 reciprocates
along a guide rail 4 in the directions of arrows Al and A2.
During the movement, the recording head 1 discharges ink
from its nozzles to form an image on a recording medium
S2. The recording head 1 has a plurality of nozzle groups
corresponding to ink of different colors. For example, the
nozzle groups discharge ink of ten colors such as cyan (C),
light cyan (LC), magenta (M), light magenta (LM), yellow
(Y), red (R), green (G), first black (K1), second black (K2),
and gray (Gray).

In FIG. 2, the recording head 1 includes ink of four colors.
An ink tank (not illustrated) stores the ink of each of these
colors and supplies the ink to the recording head 1. In the
present exemplary embodiment, the ink tank and the record-
ing head 1 are integrated to form a head cartridge 6, which
is mounted on the carriage 5.

A timing belt 17 transmits driving force of a carriage
motor 11 to the carriage 5, and the driving force causes the
carriage 5 to perform reciprocating movement along a guide
shaft 3 and the guide rail 4 in the directions of the arrows Al
and A2 (main scanning direction). The carriage 5 includes an
encoder sensor 21 for detecting the position of the carriage
5. When the carriage 5 moves, the encoder sensor 21 detects
the position of the carriage 5 by reading a linear scale 19
installed in the direction in which the carriage 5 moves.

Based on this reciprocating movement, recording on the
recording medium is started. When recording, the recording
medium S2 is supplied from the paper feed tray 12, sand-
wiched between a conveyance roller 16 and a pinch roller
15, and conveyed to a platen 2.

After the carriage 5 completes one scanning and recording
operation in the Al direction, a conveyance motor 13 drives
the conveyance roller 16 via a linear wheel 20, and the
conveyance roller 16 conveys the recording medium S2 by
a certain length in the direction of the arrow B (sub scanning
direction).

Subsequently, the carriage 5 executes another scanning
and recording operation in the A2 direction to perform
recording on the recording medium S2. A head cap 10 and
a recovery unit 14 mounted at the home position as illus-
trated in FIG. 1 intermittently execute recovery processing
for the recording head 1 as needed.

When recording on a recording medium is completed by
repeating the operation as described above, the recording
medium is discharged. In this way, recording on a recording
medium is completed.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a structure of a
control unit of the ink jet recording apparatus according to
the present exemplary embodiment.

A controller 100 is a main control unit having an appli-
cation specific integrated circuit (ASIC) 101, a read only
memory (ROM) 103, and a random access memory (RAM)
105 in the form of a micro-computer. The ROM 103 stores
the program illustrated in FIG. 10, mask patterns illustrated
in FIG. 9, and other fixed data. The RAM 105 provides an
image-data expansion area and a work area, for example.

The ASIC 101 reads programs from the ROM 103 and
executes a series of processing to record an image data on a
recording medium. More specifically, the ASIC 101 selects
a mask pattern based on information concerning an ink
discharge amount, divides an image data, and generates
recording data for each pass.

Ahost device 110 is an image-data supply source and may
be a computer, which creates and processes data concerning



US 9,434,194 B2

5

images to be printed. Alternatively, the host device 110 may
be a reader unit for reading images. For example, the host
device 110 sends and receives image data and other com-
mand and status signals to and from the controller 100 via
an interface (I/F) 112.

A head driver 140 drives the recording head 1 based on
print data or the like. A motor driver 150 drives the carriage
motor 11, and a motor driver 160 drives the conveyance
motor 13.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating image data conver-
sion processing according to an ink jet recording system of
the present exemplary embodiment.

This ink jet recording system is formed by the host device
110 and a recording apparatus (printer) 210. The host device
110 generates data concerning images to be recorded and
executes the setting of a user interface (UI) to generate the
data, for example.

The recording apparatus (printer) 210 executes recording
on a recording medium based on the image data generated
by the host device 110. The recording apparatus 210
executes recording by using ink of ten colors C, LC, M, LM,
Y, R, G, K1, K2, and Gray, and when recording, the
recording head 1 discharges ink of these ten colors. The ink
of these ten colors is a pigment ink including pigment as a
color material.

Each processing illustrated in FIG. 4 is executed by a
personal computer (PC) as the host device 110 and the
recording apparatus 210. An application J0001 executes
processing for creating image data to be recorded by the
printer. When recording is executed, the image data created
by the application J0001 is sent to a printer driver 111.

The printer driver 111 executes pre-processing J0002,
post-processing J0003, gamma correction processing J0004,
quantization processing J0005, and print data generation
processing J0006. Next, each processing will be briefly
described.

In the pre-processing J0002, gamut mapping is executed.
In this processing, data conversion is executed for mapping
a color gamut reproduced by sRGB standard image data R,
G, and B into a color gamut reproduced by a printer. More
specifically, by using a three-dimensional (3D) look-up table
(LUT), the image data R, G, and B, each being 256-
gradation data represented by 8 bits, is converted into image
data R, G, and B data, each being 8 bits and having a
different color gamut.

In the post-processing J0003, based on the R, G, and B
data on which the above gamut mapping is performed, 8-bit
color separation data Y, M, LM, C, LC, K1, K2, R, G, and
Gray is determined, so that combinations of the ink repro-
duce the colors represented by the data. As in the pre-
processing, conversion is carried out by using interpolation
calculation and the 3D LUT.

In the gamma correction processing J0004, for each of the
color separation data obtained by the post-processing J0003,
concentration value (gradation value) conversion is carried
out. More specifically, conversion is carried out by using a
one-dimensional (1D) LUT to linearly associate the above
color separation data with gradation characteristics of the
printer.

In the quantization processing J0005, a quantization unit
executes quantization processing on each of the 8-bit color
separation data Y, M, LM, C, LC, K1, K2, R, G, and Gray
on which the gamma correction processing has been per-
formed. In the present exemplary embodiment, image data
representing each color with 8-bit 256 gradation levels is
converted into image data representing each color with 5-bit
17 gradation levels. In this processing, error diffusion pro-
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6

cessing is used as quantization processing. The data in which
each color is quantized to 17 gradation levels is gradation
value information indicating any one of the gradation levels
0 to 16.

In the print data generation processing J0006, print con-
trol information concerning the recorded image quality, the
recording medium type, the print information (color or black
and white), and the like is added to the print image infor-
mation, which is collections of gradation value information,
and print data is generated.

When the host device 110 sends the print data to the
recording apparatus (printer) 210, the printer executes dot
arrangement patterning processing J0007 and mask process-
ing J0008 on the input print data.

In the dot arrangement patterning processing J0007,
binary processing is executed by converting the input
17-gradation-value information into dot arrangement pat-
terns. Thus, binary data that determines whether the printer
needs to discharge ink can be obtained. FIG. 5 illustrates dot
arrangement patterns corresponding to the 17 gradation
levels to be used in the present exemplary embodiment.

In the dot arrangement patterning processing J0007, for
each pixel represented by 5-bit data concerning gradation
levels 0 to 16 output from the quantization processing J0005,
a dot arrangement pattern corresponding to a gradation value
(level O to level 16) of each pixel is rasterized. In this way,
whether an ink dot needs to be recorded or not (discharged
or not) in a multi-valued 1 pixel corresponding to a unit area
is defined. In this processing, multi-valued (5 bit) 1 pixel
data is converted into binary (1 bit) 4x4 pixel data.

Next, in the mask processing J0008, mask processing is
performed on the dot arrangement of each color determined
by the dot arrangement patterning processing J0007, using a
plurality of mask patterns, which are complementary to each
other. This mask processing will be described in detail later.
In this mask processing, for each of the colors Y, M, Lm, C,
Le, K1, K2, R, G, and Gray, recording data is generated for
each of the recording passes of the multi-pass recording.

Next, the recording data is supplied to the head driving
circuit J0009 at an appropriate timing during a plurality of
recording passes of the multi-pass recording. The recording
data supplied to the head driving circuit J0009 is converted
into a drive pulse of the recording head 1, and ink of relevant
colors is then discharged at a predetermined timing from the
recording head 1. As described above, ink is discharged
based on recording data, and an image is then recorded on
a recording medium.

Next, the multi-pass recording will be described. The
multi-pass recording is a method for recording an image on
a unit area of a recording medium through a plurality of
scanning operations of a recording head.

FIG. 6 schematically illustrates an operation of the multi-
pass recording. While the recording head 1 of the present
exemplary embodiment actually has 768 nozzles, the record-
ing head 1 has only 16 nozzles P0001 in this example for
simplicity and forms an image through four scanning and
recording operations. The nozzles P0001 are divided into
first to fourth nozzle groups, and four nozzles form each of
the nozzle groups.

When recording is executed on a unit area through a
plurality of scanning operations of a recording head in the
multi-pass recording, mask patterns are used as division
patterns to divide the image data to be recorded into a
plurality of sections. First to fourth mask patterns P0002 (a)
to P0002 (d) form a mask pattern P0002.

The multi-pass recording will be described in FIG. 6,
using a mask pattern (distribution mask) as illustrated in
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FIG. 9(A) in which recordable pixels are widely distributed.
The first to fourth mask patterns P0002 (a) to P0002 (d)
define the recordable pixels of the first to fourth nozzle
groups, respectively.

In the mask patterns, black areas represent recordable
pixels that allow recording of dots, and white areas represent
non-recordable pixels that do not allow recording of dots.
The first to fourth mask patterns P0002 (a) to P0002 (d) are
complementary to each other, and superposition of these
four mask patterns completes recording of a unit area
corresponding to 4x4 pixels.

Patterns P0003 to P0006 illustrate how repetition of
scanning and recording operations completes recording of
an image. FEach time a scanning and recording operation
completes, a recording medium is intermittently conveyed
by the width of a nozzle group (the width of four nozzles in
FIG. 6) in the direction indicated by the arrow in FIG. 6.
Thus, recording an image on a single recording area (area
corresponding to the width of each nozzle group) of a
recording medium is completed through four scanning and
recording operations.

Through the AND processing based on these mask pat-
terns and binary image data obtained by the above dot
arrangement patterning processing, binary recording data to
be recorded at each recording pass is determined.

Next, a method for selecting a mask pattern based on
information corresponding to the amount of ink discharged
on a unit area, which is a characteristic feature of the present
invention, will be described in detail. In the present exem-
plary embodiment, an area corresponding to a multi-valued
1 pixel (binary 4x4 pixels) as described in FIGS. 5 and 6 is
referred to as a “unit area.” Further, multi-valued image data
is used as the information corresponding to the amount of
ink discharged on the unit area.

In the present exemplary embodiment, a ratio of the
number of ink dots actually recorded to the number of binary
pixels forming a unit area is referred to as a “duty.” For
example, while the image data is represented by 17 grada-
tion levels 0 to 16 as illustrated in FIG. 5 of the present
exemplary embodiment, when dots are recorded on all 16
pixels (level 16), the unit area is referred to as 100% duty.
When dots are recorded on 8 pixels (level 8), the unit area
is referred to as 50% duty.

Next, a distribution mask and a concentration mask,
which are division patterns used in the present exemplary
embodiment, will be described. As described above, the
distribution mask is a mask pattern in which the number of
recordable pixels adjacent to each other is less, compared
with the concentration mask. When at least one of the eight
pixels surrounding a recordable pixel is a recordable pixel,
then the recordable pixels adjacent to each other exist.

FIGS. 9A and 9B schematically illustrate the distribution
mask and the concentration mask, respectively. As illus-
trated in FIGS. 9A and 9B, the total number of recording
permitted pixels in the division pattern of FIG. 9A and the
total number of recording permitted pixels in the division
pattern of FIG. 9B are same as each other. In the distribution
mask of FIG. 9A, the number of recordable pixels adjacent
to each other at the first pass and the second pass is 0. The
number of such recordable pixels at the third pass and the
fourth pass is 2. In contrast, in the concentration mask of
FIG. 9B, the number of recordable pixels adjacent to each
other is 4 at all the first to fourth passes. Thus, since
recordable pixels of each pass are more narrowly distributed
in the concentration mask of FIG. 9B compared with those
in the distribution mask of FIG. 9A, the concentration mask
is advantageous in obtaining a high glossiness.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

Next, when a single mask is set after the quantization
irrespective of the duty of image data, and recording is
executed using a single mask irrespective of the area for
single image data will be described.

When the distribution mask is used, since ink dots dis-
charged at a single pass are separated, each single dot is not
noticeable, and as a result, an image with a low granularity
can be obtained. However, since adjacent dots are applied
with a time lag, the unevenness of the surface is significant,
and as a result, the glossiness decreases particularly in high
duty areas.

In contrast, when the concentration mask is used, since
adjacent dots are discharged with no time lag, the uneven-
ness of the surface caused by overlapping dots is not so
significant, and as a result, an image with a high glossiness
can be obtained. However, since the apparent dot size is
large, the granularity of the image is increased. The granu-
larity is rarely problematic in high duty areas where each
single dot is not clearly perceived, but it can easily be
problematic in low duty areas.

Thus, if a single mask is used irrespective of the level of
duty, both a high glossiness in high duty areas and a low
granularity in low duty areas cannot be achieved.

Therefore, the present exemplary embodiment solves the
above problems by selecting one of the division patterns,
each having a different distribution of recordable pixels,
based on the image duty. More specifically, the concentra-
tion mask corresponding to a first division pattern is selected
for high duty areas of an image, and the distribution mask
corresponding to a second division pattern is selected for
low duty areas of the image.

The selection of mask patterns will be described in detail
with reference to FIG. 10. First, in step S1, based on
gradation value information, ink discharge amount informa-
tion concerning image data is acquired. Next, in step S2,
whether the image gradation level is equal to or greater than
a first ink discharge amount or less than the first ink
discharge amount is determined. If the image gradation level
is equal to or greater than the first ink discharge amount
(YES in step S2), in step S3, the concentration mask is
selected. If the image gradation level is less than the first ink
discharge amount (a second ink discharge amount) (NO in
step S2), the processing proceeds to step S4, and, in step S4,
the distribution mask is selected.

In the present exemplary embodiment, the first ink dis-
charge amount corresponds to level 10 of the gradation value
information, which indicates 17 gradation levels 0 to 16
illustrated in FIG. 5. Further, in the present exemplary
embodiment, any one of the levels 10 to 16 corresponds to
the high duty area, and any one of the levels 0 to 9
corresponds to the low duty area.

FIG. 11 illustrates image data representing the gradation
value levels 0, 4, 8, 12, and 16, and the mask processing
performed based on each of the gradation value levels will
be described referring to FIG. 11. FIG. 11A illustrates the
distribution mask pattern, and FIG. 11B illustrates the con-
centration mask pattern. FIG. 11C to 11G illustrate image
data representing the gradation levels 0, 4, 8, 12, and 16,
respectively. FIGS. 11H to 11L illustrate output dot arrange-
ments of the scanning and recording operations at the first to
fourth passes after performing the mask processing on each
of the image data of FIGS. 11C to 11G.

The mask processing is performed on the image data
representing the gradation levels 0, 4, and 8 by using the
distribution mask, and the mask processing is performed on
the image data representing the gradation levels 12 and 16
by using the concentration mask.
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The number of passes of the multi-pass recording accord-
ing to the present exemplary embodiment is not limited to 4.
In addition, while a plurality of recording passes comple-
mentary to each other is used in the multi-pass recording, the
recording passes do not necessarily have to have a comple-
mentary relationship. The number of recording passes may
be changed depending on the image quality.

Furthermore, while any one of the gradation levels 0 to 9
is determined as the low duty area and any one of the
gradation levels 10 to 16 as the high duty area in the above
description, the present exemplary embodiment is not lim-
ited to this. For example, any one of the gradation levels 0
to 12 and any one of the gradation levels 13 to 16 may be
set to be the low duty area and the high duty area, respec-
tively.

Thus, according to the present exemplary embodiment, if
an image-data area requires an ink discharge amount equal
to or greater than a first ink discharge amount, the concen-
tration mask is selected as a first mask pattern. If an
image-data area requires a second ink discharge amount,
which is less than the first ink discharge amount, the
distribution mask is selected as a second mask pattern. In
this way, high-quality images with a reduced image granu-
larity and an improved glossiness can be obtained.

Next, a second exemplary embodiment according to the
present invention will be described. Other than characteristic
features described below, the second exemplary embodi-
ment is similar to the first exemplary embodiment. While the
distribution and concentration masks as illustrated in FIG. 9
have been described as examples in the first exemplary
embodiment, masks to be selected are not limited to these.
For example, masks as illustrated in FIG. 12 may be used.

FIGS. 12A and 12B show another example of the distri-
bution mask and the concentration mask, respectively. Each
of these masks illustrates one of the four recording passes in
an area of 10x10 pixels, and the number of recordable pixels
of these masks is the same. In other words, the total number
of recording permitted pixels in the division pattern of FIG.
12A and the total number of recording permitted pixels in
the division pattern of FIG. 12B are same as each other.

FIG. 12A illustrates the distribution mask in which the
number of recordable pixels adjacent to each other is 10.
FIG. 12B illustrates the concentration mask in which the
number of recordable pixels adjacent to each other is 25. It
is seen that the concentration mask of FIG. 12B has a greater
number of recordable pixels adjacent to each other, com-
pared with the distribution mask of FIG. 12A.

Similarly to the first exemplary embodiment, by selecting
the concentration mask for high duty areas of image data and
the distribution mask for low duty areas, both a high
glossiness and a low granularity can be obtained.

Next, a third exemplary embodiment according to the
present invention will be described. Other than characteristic
features described below, the third exemplary embodiment
is similar to the first exemplary embodiment. In the present
exemplary embodiment, while the concentration mask and
the distribution mask have the same number of recordable
pixels adjacent to each other, the size of a cluster of adjacent
pixels is different between the masks.

FIG. 13 illustrates examples of mask patterns according to
the present exemplary embodiment. FIG. 13A illustrates a
distribution mask, and FIG. 13B illustrates a concentration
mask.

While both of the masks have the same number of
recordable pixels adjacent to each other (64 pixels in FIG.
13), the size of each cluster greatly differs. In FIG. 13A,
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clusters of 2x2 pixels are arranged, and in FI1G. 13B, clusters
of 4x4 pixels are arranged. Thus, recordable pixels are
differently distributed.

In the present exemplary embodiment, the distribution
mask includes clusters each formed of mxn pixels and the
concentration mask includes clusters each formed of kxl
pixels. Each of the letters m, n, k, and 1 represents an integer,
and it is only necessary that either m or n and either k or 1
be 2 or greater.

If the number of recordable pixels adjacent to each other
is the same between the distribution mask and the concen-
tration mask, when the relationship kxI>mxn is satisfied, the
mxn cluster mask is determined as a distribution mask and
the kx1 cluster mask to be a concentration mask. In this way,
as described above, both the granularity and the glossiness
of an image can be improved simultaneously.

Next, a fourth exemplary embodiment according to the
present invention will be described. Other than characteristic
features described below, the fourth exemplary embodiment
is similar to the first exemplary embodiment. In the first
exemplary embodiment, a multi-valued 1 pixel is used as a
unit area, and a mask is selected from among two masks
based on the duty. However, the size of a unit area is not
limited to 4x4 pixels. In the present exemplary embodiment,
multi-valued 2x2 pixels are used as a unit area, and a mask
is selected.

FIG. 14A to 14C illustrate gradation value information
concerning multi-valued image data and mask patterns cor-
responding to the information. FIG. 14A illustrates 17-gra-
dation-value information concerning the image data, FIG.
14B illustrates the mask pattern selection method according
to the first exemplary embodiment, and FIG. 14C illustrates
a mask pattern selection method according to the present
exemplary embodiment. The present exemplary embodi-
ment will be described in detail below.

In the first exemplary embodiment, the dot arrangement
patterning processing J0007 receives image data and con-
verts a multi-valued (5 bit) 1 pixel into binary (1 bit) 4x4
pixels. A mask pattern is selected for each of the multi-
valued 1 pixel data, and mask processing is then executed.
Further, as illustrated in FIG. 14A, when the gradation level
is between 0 and 9, the distribution mask (denoted by A in
the figure) is selected, and when the gradation level is
between 10 and 16, the concentration mask (denoted by B in
the figure) is selected.

In contrast, in the present exemplary embodiment, a mask
pattern is selected based on an average value of the gradation
values of multi-valued 2x2 pixel data. For example, an
average value of the gradation values of multi-valued 2x2
pixel data illustrated in FIG. 14A is obtained. If the average
value is between 0 and 9, the distribution mask (denoted by
A in the figure) is selected, and if the average value is
between 10 and 16, the concentration mask (denoted by B in
the figure) is selected.

Since the average value of the gradation values (1, 3, 8,
and 4) of the left 2x2 pixels in FIG. 14A is 4, the distribution
mask A is selected for all of these four pixels, and the mask
processing is then executed. Similarly, since the average
value of the gradation values (2, 10, 12, and 0) is 6, the
distribution mask A is selected for these four pixels. How-
ever, since the average value of the gradation values (13, 15,
9, and 11) of the right 2x2 pixels is 12, the concentration
mask B is selected for these four pixels, and the mask
processing is then executed.

Thus, a unit area for which a mask pattern is selected may
include a plurality of multi-valued gradation value data. In
the present exemplary embodiment, gradation value data
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concerning multi-valued 2x2 pixels is used as a unit area,
and a mask pattern is selected based on an average value of
the gradation values of the unit area. However, the unit area
is not limited to multi-valued 2x2 pixels.

As long as the mask processing is executed on a plurality
of multi-valued pixels used as a unit area, other mask
selection methods may be used, instead of the above method
using an average value of the gradation values. For example,
a mask pattern may be selected based on the sum of a
plurality of gradation values.

Next, a fifth exemplary embodiment according to the
present invention will be described. Other than characteristic
features described below, the fifth exemplary embodiment is
similar to the first exemplary embodiment. In the first
exemplary embodiment, multi-valued gradation value infor-
mation obtained after quantization is used as information
corresponding to an ink discharge amount, and a mask
pattern is selected based on the multi-valued information.

The present exemplary embodiment is not limited to this.
For example, multi-valued image data (256-gradation image
data) before quantization may be used as the information
corresponding to the ink discharge amount. Alternatively,
binary image data obtained after the dot arrangement pat-
terning processing may be used as such information.

An example of the method for selecting a mask by
counting the pixels on which dots have been discharged after
image data is binarized and rasterized will be described.
While FIG. 5 illustrates dot arrangement patterns, among the
16 pixels of a unit area, the number of pixels on which ink
dots have been discharged is determined.

When the number of dots is between 0 and 9, the area is
determined as a low duty area, and when the number of dots
is between 10 and 16, the area is determined as a high duty
area. A distribution mask is selected for the low duty area,
and a concentration mask is selected for a high duty area.

Next, a sixth exemplary embodiment according to the
present invention will be described. Other than characteristic
features described below, the sixth exemplary embodiment
is similar to the first exemplary embodiment.

In the first exemplary embodiment, the gradation level
between 0 and 9 corresponds to a low duty area, and the
gradation level between 10 and 16 corresponds to a high
duty area. In the present exemplary embodiment, based on
the dot arrangement patterns in FIG. 5, the gradation level
between 0 and 15 corresponds to a low duty area for which
a distribution mask is selected, and only the gradation level
16 corresponds to a high duty area for which a concentration
mask is selected.

Dots are easily accumulated in 100% duty areas, and the
glossiness is easily decreased. In the present exemplary
embodiment, by selecting a concentration mask for only an
ultra-high duty area where the glossiness may be particularly
required, both problems relating to the granularity and the
glossiness can be solved.

Next, a seventh exemplary embodiment according to the
present invention will be described. Other than characteristic
features described below, the seventh exemplary embodi-
ment is similar to the first exemplary embodiment.

While the gradation level between 0 and 9 corresponds to
a low duty area and the gradation level between 10 and 16
corresponds to a high duty area in the first exemplary
embodiment, an ultra-low duty area of which the gradation
level is 0 or 1 will be described below.

Since little ink is discharged on the ultra-low duty area,
dots are not noticeable. Thus, the granularity is rarely
problematic. Further, since no dot is discharged on an
adjacent pixel, the evenness of the medium surface can be
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maintained. Thus, the glossiness of a recorded image is
rarely problematic. Therefore, since neither the granularity
nor the glossiness is problematic in the ultra-low duty area,
selection of a distribution mask is not essential.

In the above exemplary embodiments, a mask pattern is
selected based on two stages depending on information
corresponding to an ink discharge amount. On the other
hand, according to the present exemplary embodiment, a
mask pattern is selected based on three or more stages.

In the following example, the gradation levels are divided
into three stages, and high, medium, and low duty areas are
set. Based on the dot arrangement patterns of FIG. 5, a
concentration mask is selected for a high duty area with the
gradation level between 10 and 16, a distribution mask is
selected for a medium duty area with the gradation level
between 2 and 9, and a concentration mask is selected for a
low duty area with the gradation level O or 1.

Regarding the low duty area, when the gradation level is
0, no dot is discharged, and when the gradation level is 1,
little dot is discharged. Thus, since dots are not discharged
adjacently, the glossiness of the surface is rarely problem-
atic. Additionally, since the number of dots is small, the
granularity is rarely problematic.

In the present exemplary embodiment, while a concen-
tration mask is selected for the low duty area, either a
concentration mask or a distribution mask may be selected
for an area where neither the granularity nor the glossiness
is problematic.

Thus, while selection is made between a concentration
mask and a distribution mask based on the gradation level
according to the present invention, a concentration mask is
selected for a high duty area where the glossiness can easily
be problematic, and a distribution mask is selected for a
medium duty area where the granularity can be problematic.
However, a mask may be selected based on three or more
stages, particularly for the low duty area where neither the
granularity nor the glossiness is problematic. Selection of
the masks may be made through 3 or more stages.

Further, since little ink is discharged in the low duty area,
for the third ink discharge amount, a third division pattern in
which the arrangement of recordable pixels is different from
the above masks may be selected.

In the above exemplary embodiments, the host device 110
executes the pre-processing J0002, post-processing J0003,
gamma correction processing J0004, quantization process-
ing J0005, and print data generation processing J0006, and
the recording apparatus (printer) 210 executes the dot
arrangement patterning processing J0007 and mask process-
ing J0008. However, the present exemplary embodiment is
not limited to this.

For example, instead of the host device 110, the recording
apparatus 210 may be configured to execute some of the
processing J0002 to J0005. Alternatively, the host device
110 may be configured to execute all the processing. Further
alternatively, the ink jet recording system may be configured
so that the recording apparatus 210 executes the processing
J0002 to J0008.

Further, the present invention is applicable to cases where
a software program that realizes the functions of the above
exemplary embodiments is directly or remotely supplied to
a system or an apparatus, and a computer of the system or
the apparatus reads and executes the supplied program code.
In the present exemplary embodiment, the above program
corresponds to the program illustrated in the flow chart of
FIG. 10.

Therefore, program codes installed in a computer for
executing the functions and processing of the present inven-
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tion also realize the present invention. As long as the
program function is included, an arbitrary program format
may be used, such as an object code, a program executed by
an interpreter, and script data supplied to an OS.

While the present invention has been described with
reference to exemplary embodiments, it is to be understood
that the invention is not limited to the disclosed exemplary
embodiments. The scope of the following claims is to be
accorded the broadest interpretation so as to encompass all
modifications, equivalent structures, and functions.

This application claims priority from Japanese Patent
Application No. 2008-296693 filed Nov. 20, 2008, which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein in its entirety.

What is claimed is:

1. An ink jet recording apparatus for recording an image
on a unit area of a recording medium by applying ink from
a recording head during a plurality of relative scans of the
recording head and the unit area based on a plurality of
pieces of recording data, the ink jet recording apparatus
comprising:

a memory configured to store a plurality of division
patterns, each having recording permitted pixels which
are permitted to be recorded with ink and recording
non-permitted pixels which are not permitted to be
recorded with ink, the plurality of division patterns at
least including (i) a first division pattern, and (ii) a
second division pattern having a smaller number of
recording permitted pixels adjacent to another record-
ing permitted pixel than the first division pattern,
wherein a total number of recording permitted pixels in
the second division pattern and a total number of
recording permitted pixels in the first division pattern
are same as each other;

an acquisition unit configured to acquire information
indicating an amount of ink to be applied to the unit
area during the plurality of the relative scans;

a selection unit configured to select one of the plurality of
division patterns stored in the memory based on the
information acquired by the acquisition unit, wherein
the selection unit (i) selects the first division pattern in
a case where the information indicates a first amount,
and (i) selects the second division pattern in a case
where the information indicates a second amount which
is less than the first amount; and

a generation unit configured to generate the plurality of
pieces of recording data by dividing image data using
the division pattern selected by the selection unit.

2. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the first division pattern comprises a plurality of
first mask patterns corresponding to the plurality of relative
scans, and in each of the plurality of first mask patterns, the
recording permitted pixels corresponding to each of the
plurality of relative scans have a complementary relation-
ship to each other, and

wherein the second division pattern comprises a plurality
of second mask patterns corresponding to the plurality
of relative scans, and in each of the plurality of second
mask patterns, the recording permitted pixels corre-
sponding to each of the plurality of relative scans have
a complementary relationship to each other.

3. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein a number of the permitting recording pixels adja-
cent to another permitting recording pixel is 0 in the second
division pattern.

4. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the selection unit selects the first division pattern
from the plurality of division patterns stored in the memory
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in a case where the information indicates a third amount
which is less than the second amount.

5. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the selection unit selects the second division pattern
from the plurality of division patterns stored in the memory
in a case where the information indicates a third amount
which is less than the second amount.

6. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the memory further stores a third division pattern in
which an arrangement of recording permitted pixels is
different an arrangement of recording permitted pixels of the
first and second division patterns, and

wherein the selection unit selects the third division pattern

from the plurality of division patterns stored in the
memory in a case where the information indicates a
third amount which is less than the second amount.

7. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the ink applied from the recording head contains
pigment as a color material.

8. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the selection unit selects the first division pattern
from the plurality of division patterns stored in the memory
in a case where the amount indicated by the information is
more than the first amount.

9. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the selection unit selects the second division pattern
from the plurality of division patterns stored in the memory
in a case where the amount indicated by the information is
less than the second amount.

10. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the selection unit selects (i) the first division pattern
in a case where the amount indicated by the information is
equal to or more than a threshold value, and selects (ii) the
second division pattern in a case where the amount indicated
by the information is less than the threshold value.

11. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the second division pattern is used for suppressing
a granularity of the image to be recorded on the unit area.

12. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the first division pattern is used for preventing a
glossiness of the image to be recorded on the unit area from
being decreased.

13. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the acquisition unit acquires the information based
on a gradation value of multi-valued data.

14. The ink jet recording apparatus according to claim 13,
wherein the selection unit selects (i) the first division pattern
in a case where the gradation value is equal to or more than
a threshold value, and selects (ii) the second division pattern
in a case where the gradation value is less than the threshold
value.

15. An ink jet recording method for recording an image on
a unit area of a recording medium by applying ink from a
recording head during a plurality of relative scans of the
recording head and the unit area based on a plurality of
pieces of recording data, the ink jet recording method
comprising:

a storing step for storing a plurality of division patterns in

a memory, each having recording permitted pixels
which are permitted to be recorded with ink and
recording non-permitted pixels which are not permitted
to be recorded with ink, the plurality of division pat-
terns at least including (i) a first division pattern, and
(ii) a second division pattern having a smaller number
of recording permitted pixels adjacent to another
recording permitted pixel than the first division pattern,
wherein a total number of recording permitted pixels in
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the second division pattern and a total number of
recording permitted pixels in the first division pattern
are same as each other;

an acquisition step for acquiring information indicating an
amount of ink to be applied to the unit area during the 5
plurality of the relative scans;

a selection step for selecting one of the plurality of
division patterns stored in the storing step based on the
information acquired in the acquisition step, wherein
the selection step (i) selects the first division pattern in 10
a case where the information indicates a first amount,
and (i) selects the second division pattern in a case
where the information indicates a second amount which
is less than the first amount; and

a generation step for generating the plurality of pieces of 15
recording data by dividing image data using the divi-
sion pattern selected in the selection step.
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